Control of postoperative pain by transcutaneous electrical nerve stimulation after thoracic operations.
Transcutaneous electrical nerve stimulation (TENS) has been used extensively to control postoperative pain, but its effects are controversial. This is probably due to the different types of operations performed and, therefore, to the varying intensity of postoperative pain. Here we present an extensive study with TENS in 324 patients who underwent different types of thoracic surgical procedures: posterolateral thoracotomy, muscle-sparing thoracotomy, costotomy, sternotomy, and video-assisted thoracoscopy. Each patient cohort was randomly subdivided into three treatment groups: TENS, placebo TENS and control. The effectiveness of TENS was assessed by two factors: the time from the beginning of treatment to the request for further analgesia and the total medication intake during the first 12 hours after operation. Whereas posterolateral thoracotomy produced severe pain, muscle-sparing thoracotomy, costotomy, and sternotomy caused moderate pain, and video-assisted thoracoscopy caused only mild pain. The TENS treatment was not effective in the posterolateral thoracotomy group, but it was useful as an adjunct to other medications in the muscle-sparing thoracotomy, costotomy, and sternotomy groups. In contrast, representing the only pain control treatment with no adjunct drugs, it was very effective in patients having video-assisted thoracoscopy. These findings show that TENS is useful after thoracic surgical procedures only when postoperative pain is mild to moderate; it is uneffective for severe pain.